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Book Review 
MARK KAC, Enigmas of Chance, Harper & Row, 1985, 163 pp, 
Mark Kac was a rarity among professional mathematicians. All his life he did mathematics 
for the pure pleasure of it. Of course, he, like the rest of us, also shared a few baser motives: 
fame, fortune, and beating out one’s rivals. But above all, it was for fun. 
It was not only in solving problems that he found (and gave) pleasure. The act of com- 
munication, with one friend or with an audience of thousands or millions, was also a pleasure 
to Mark, and therefore to us, his readers, listeners, and admirers. 
It is no surprise that in his final creative act, the autobiography Enigmas of Chance, Mark 
again gives us pleasure. This is the memoir of a civilized, sociable man, born in a land of 
profound and unregenerate anti-Semitism, who by chance survived a Holocaust that 
annihilated almost all of those he left behind. In the New World he found (it seems) almost 
nothing but good fortune. He married “Kitty,” whom he thanks here as virtual coauthor, 
brought forth Michael and Deborah, and rose quickly to the very top of the American scien- 
tific establishment. 
But though Mark was indeed part of that establishment, in influence, prestige, and status, 
he remained, in personality and attitudes, quite non-establishment. When he spoke at 
ceremonial occasions, he generally said the opposite of what was expected, and stuck pins into 
any stuffed shirts present. 
For instance, he made almost a career of warning that much of “applied mathematics” 
might be little more than the production of “dehydrated elephants,” “Maybe nobody wants it, 
but still it’s nice to see what can be done.” When awarded a prize for applied mathematics 
(with two other Big Names), he said, among other rude things, that he had always taken the 
most pride in his work with ErdGs in probabilistic number theory. 
In this book one finds sincere efforts, which are almost successful, to tell the untrained 
reader about some of Mark’s most beautiful mathematical ideas. There are vignettes of dozens 
of his contemporaries in mathematics, physics, and biology-always with well-measured 
appreciation and amusement, never with jealousy, resentment, or spite. From beginning to 
end there is an unstrained and ample flow of love of humane values: learning, tolerance, 
civilization, and urbanity. As part of this, there is an unblinking account of what it meant to 
be a Jewish schoolboy in the Poland of the thirties. The United States was Mark’s haven of 
safety from Hitler, and Mark’s gratitude to it never waned. The reader easily forgives his 
seeming blindness to the social problems and shortcomings of his adopted home. This does 
not detract from his great accomplishment here, telling a witty and instructive story--the 
story of his life. Thereby, as a consequence, he painted a truthful portrait of a lovable man 
who also happened to be a great mathematician. 
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